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The negative influences of IPV on children are well-estab-
lished and include increased risk of psychological disorders, 
behavioral problems, and delays in various domains of child 
development, especially cognitive and social-emotional 
development (e.g., Carpenter & Stacks, 2009; Evans et al., 
2008; Howell et al., 2016). These patterns are consistent 
with the results of multiple systematic reviews that link IPV 
exposure with children’s physiological functioning, spe-
cifically within the endocrine, nervous, cardiovascular, and 
immune systems (Berg et al., 2022), increased externaliz-
ing and internalizing problems (Fong et al., 2019; Vu et al., 
2016), and lower levels of social competence and emotional 
regulation (Bender et al., 2022).

Self-regulation has been shown to be a mechanism 
through which IPV exposure influences many of the above-
mentioned outcomes (Harding et al., 2013). Self-regula-
tion is a multi-faceted construct that is generally defined 
as the degree to which individuals control their attention, 

Introduction

Intimate partner violence (IPV) has been described as 
“physical, sexual, or psychological harm by a current or 
former partner or spouse” (Breiding et al., 2015, p11). In 
addition to IPV’s broad impact on millions of adult victims, 
it is estimated that over 16.3% of U.S. households have 
children who have witnessed IPV between their caregivers. 
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Abstract
Purpose  Millions of U.S. households have children who have witnessed intimate partner violence (IPV) between their care-
givers. The far-reaching negative influences of IPV on children encompass numerous psychological outcomes and delays in 
various domains of child development. Given the critical role of self-regulation in cognitive and social functioning, which is 
necessary for navigating complex social situations and academic success, investigating the impact of IPV on its development 
is of particular importance. Thus, the objective of this study is to conduct a systematic review of empirical research examin-
ing the relationship between IPV exposure and the development of children’s self-regulation.
Methods  This study systematically reviewed 13 peer-reviewed studies published between 2000 and 2021 that quantitatively 
examined the effects of IPV exposure on self-regulation in children and adolescents. Studies were found using selected key-
words across four scientific databases.
Results  Among the 13 studies included in the review, 10 studies identified significant negative effects of IPV exposure on 
various aspects of self-regulation (i.e., emotional regulation, executive function, and behavioral regulation), and two studies 
identified indirect pathways through parenting and maternal depression.
Conclusions  Previous studies indicate that the normal development of self-regulation in children may be disrupted by stress-
ful and conflict-ridden home environments. Further research is necessary to explore the mechanisms and timing by which 
IPV exposure influences the development of self-regulation in children, as well as protective factors that may mitigate IPV’s 
negative effects.
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emotions, behaviors, and reactivity to environmental stimuli 
(Kopp, 1982). Previous studies suggested that IPV exposure 
interferes with normative processes central to children’s 
development of self-regulation, including elevated lack of 
awareness of emotion, more trouble in distinguishing emo-
tions, lower capacity for articulating emotions and regulat-
ing negative affect, and lower abilities in using emotional 
reactions as signals to trigger useful coping strategies to 
handle distress caused by interparental conflict (e.g., Katz 
et al., 2007; Rigterink et al., 2010). There is also evidence 
that IPV exposure negatively impacts the development of 
executive function (Clark et al., 2021), which represent the 
higher-order cognitive skills at the top of the self-regulation 
hierarchy (Blair & Ku, 2022). However, some studies have 
failed to report a link between IPV and self-regulation (e.g., 
Ingoldsby et al., 1999; Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002). When 
comparing the sampling strategies between the previous 
studies with these contradictory findings, the link between 
IPV exposure and self-regulation seems to vary based on 
the timing of IPV exposure and the point in time that self-
regulation was assessed in measuring self-regulation. Con-
sidering the divergent findings highlighted previously, it is 
crucial to undertake a systematic review of the literature to 
thoroughly assess the effects of IPV exposure on different 
facets of children’s self-regulation (Montroy et al., 2016). 
Such a comprehensive systematic review, through synthe-
sizing findings from multiple studies and across multiple 
facets of self-regulation, would provide valuable insights to 
help foster the development of self-regulation among chil-
dren who have been exposed to IPV.

Conceptualization of Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is an umbrella term that typically encom-
passes specific components such as executive functioning, 
emotional regulation, and behavioral regulation (Nigg, 
2017). Self-regulatory processes represent a critical con-
struct that has important consequences for developmental 
trajectories and has been widely investigated in multiple 
disciplines (Nigg, 2017). For example, researchers from the 
mental health field approached the study of self-regulation 
from the perspective of exploring the behavioral symptoms 
that underlie attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder 
(McCoy, 2013). Researchers in the criminal justice field 
observed that the lack of self-regulation (often referred to as 
“self-control”) played a central role in explaining delinquent 
behaviors (Boutwell & Beaver, 2010). Developmental neu-
robiologists emphasized the underlying cognitive processes 
(often termed “executive function”) and emotional reactiv-
ity that contribute to the manifestation of self-regulation, 
which could be understood through the observation of phys-
iological central regulatory systems such as electrodermal 

responses, vagal tone, heart rate, and brain activities (Wer-
chan et al., 2022). Developmental psychologists posited that 
self-regulation was reflected in children’s abilities to follow 
everyday customs and norms that are implemented in social 
contexts to guide appropriate behaviors such as compli-
ance and delayed actions (Montroy et al., 2016). Thus, self-
regulation has been a critical and common thread across 
literature examining childhood psychological and neuro-
physiological processes.

Blair and Ku (2022) recently proposed a comprehensive 
hierarchical integrated model of self-regulation, which high-
lights the interrelatedness of cognitive, emotional, behav-
ioral, physiological, and genetic levels. According to their 
perspective, self-regulation serves as the overarching con-
struct that encompasses these distinct components. Within 
this hierarchical framework, executive function is posi-
tioned as the cognitive component at the highest level of the 
integrated model. This approach recognizes the reciprocal 
and recursive relationships among the cognitive, emotional, 
behavioral, physiological, and genetic aspects of self-regu-
lation, providing a holistic understanding of its functioning 
and organization. Taking into account this recent theoreti-
cal perspective and integrating knowledge from various 
fields, this review adopts a perspective of self-regulation as 
an overarching construct that includes three key develop-
mental aspects: cognitive, emotional, and behavioral. These 
aspects enable individuals to regulate their thoughts, emo-
tions, and behaviors, respectively, in order to achieve their 
goals (McCoy, 2013).

Theories Guiding this Systematic Review

Informed by attachment theory and emotional security the-
ory, this systematic review aims to explore the development 
of self-regulation among children who were exposed to IPV. 
Attachment theory and emotional security theory are two 
theories that support the link between IPV as a hostile home 
environment and individuals’ behavioral outcomes via 
changed parent-child relationship and varied home affection 
levels. Attachment theory provides support in explaining 
the mechanisms on a family level that emphasize the role 
of the parent-child relationship in children’s developmental 
outcomes. This theory specifies an understanding of how 
the qualities of the parent-child relationship could be eroded 
by IPV that, in turn, affects aspects of children’s social and 
emotional development, including self-regulation, in the 
short and long term (Bowlby, 1988).

The formation of a secure attachment with at least one 
primary caregiver usually requires parental sensitivity and 
immediate responsiveness that start as early as a child’s 
first several months after birth. Only with the presence of a 
secure base (attachment figures that are typically maternal) 
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can children feel comfortable exploring the outside world. 
Children seek comfort and external regulation of emotions 
from parents at an early age, and then these initial regulatory 
processes could be internalized into the inner self-regula-
tory system (Drake et al., 2014; McCoy, 2013). To regulate 
an infant’s arousal, a parent must first be able to regulate his/
her arousal states (Schore, 2005). The interactive commu-
nication of emotions between parents and children requires 
sensitivity and attention from the side of a caregiver. In the 
context of IPV, mothers often experience stress, fear, and 
trauma that may impact their parenting, leading to a reduc-
tion in maternal warmth (Chiesa et al., 2018; Davies & 
Cummings, 1994). The lack of a secure base when needed 
could immerse children in inadequate coping processes 
that leave them overwhelmed by negative emotions with-
out ways of seeking external comfort and/or little interest 
in exploring the environment (Mueller & Tronick, 2019). 
Children in homes with conflict and violence could miss the 
opportunity to learn regulatory skills from the caregiver as 
well as opportunities to explore, learn, take initiatives, and 
cope with challenges independently, all of which are pro-
cesses considered necessary in internalizing skills for self-
regulation (Drake et al., 2014).

Building from attachment theory, emotional security 
theory emphasizes the need for a safe, warm home environ-
ment above the parent-child relationship (Davies & Cum-
mings, 1994). This theory emphasizes children’s sense of 
security and their evaluations of IPV, which are meaning-
ful in impacting children’s adjustment and wellbeing. In 
the context of this study, emotional security refers to the 
perception that children have of the emotional environment 
within their family, including the extent to which they feel 
secure and free from fear, conflict, and violence (Cummings 
et al., 2009). Children’s exposure to the negative emotions 
of anger, fear, and hatred experienced by IPV victims may 
significantly impact their stress levels. Children’s emotional 
and psychophysical reactions to IPV are based on the char-
acteristics of the current conflict as well as past exposure 
(Cummings et al., 2009). In addition, the day-to-day chaos 
within the household and disrupted familial relationships 
could compromise children’s sense of stability and safety, 
which are the premises for children to appropriately deploy 
attention and regulate emotions that are also daily practices, 
necessary for the normal development of self-regulation 
(Blair, 2010; Davies & Cummings, 1994). Children who are 
exposed to repeated high-level IPV are more likely to be 
emotionally insecure, as reflected in their lower capacity in 
regulating emotional and behavioral reactions (Cummings 
et al., 2009).

Drawing upon Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1986) frame-
work and existing research, more recently, McCoy (2013) 
proposed a comprehensive bioecological system model to 

elucidate the link between violence exposure and self-reg-
ulation. McCoy (2013) argued that violence could serve as 
a significant independent predictor of self-regulation devel-
opment. Violence occurring within households, particularly 
when directed towards children’s primary caregivers, had 
the most profound effect on children’s self-regulation. This 
impact manifested in the unavailability of caregiver support 
during times of distress, hindering children’s ability to self-
regulate, as well as a lack of role modeling for ineffective 
self-regulatory techniques, impeding the development of 
cognitive schemas for self-regulation (McCoy, 2013). The 
observation or experience of violence between parents or 
caregivers creates an environment characterized by fear, 
unpredictability, and instability. Children may struggle with 
regulating their emotions, attention, and behaviors when 
constantly in a state of heightened alertness and lacking a 
secure and stable foundation. Moreover, direct exposure 
to interparental conflicts or victimization within the family 
places children at a heightened risk for dysregulated behav-
iors through maladaptive stress responses (McCoy, 2013). 
The continuous release of stress hormones resulting from 
IPV exposure is associated with reduced neural activity in 
the developing prefrontal cortex, responsible for cognitive 
processing, and increased activity in lower brain regions 
associated with automatic responses to negative emotions 
(McCoy, 2013; Taylor et al., 2006). Early exposure to IPV 
as a source of early-life adverse experiences, therefore, 
has more negative implications in shaping children’s brain 
activities, connections, and functionalities that jointly influ-
ence the formation of early development of self-regulation 
capacities (e.g., Demir-Lira et al., 2016; Fox et al., 2010).

Drawing from this bioecological system perspective, it is 
imperative to understand the negative impact of IPV with the 
consideration of the timing of exposure. Children’s devel-
opment of self-regulation can be influenced by changes in 
parenting behaviors and styles resulting from IPV at various 
critical time points during childhood (McCoy, 2013). For 
instance, IPV exposure during infancy can compromise the 
development of self-regulation through disruptions in the 
formation of infant-mother attachment, which serves as a 
bridge connecting external regulation to internal regulation 
(Drake et al., 2014). Consequently, children may experi-
ence heightened levels of early psychosocial stress, which 
can adversely affect early brain development (Mueller & 
Tronick, 2019). During early childhood, when children 
are acquiring knowledge about different emotions, healthy 
cognitive appraisal, and appropriate responses to stressful 
situations, caregivers’ overt and covert reactions to violence 
may shape children’s reactions and regulatory abilities neg-
atively (Farver et al., 2005; Roskam et al., 2014). Parents in 
chronically violent environments have shown tendencies to 
become overprotective, dominant, and authoritarian, which 
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Method

Eligibility Criteria

In this review, peer-reviewed, English-language published 
journal articles were searched in four scholarly databases 
that empirically examined an association between IPV and 
self-regulation in children. Children were defined to be 
between the ages of infancy (from birth) to 18 years old. 
We excluded articles that: (a) examined populations beyond 
the scope of the defined age range of children (b) examined 
another type of violence in the household or community 
that was not clearly defined as “IPV”, “domestic violence”, 
or any other term describing conflict within the family unit 
(i.e., physical abuse toward children and community vio-
lence); (c) examined outcomes that did not include self-reg-
ulation in the defined aspects (e.g., executive functioning, 
behavioral regulation, emotional regulation), and (d) the 
relationship between IPV exposure and self-regulation was 
not assessed quantitatively. We included articles that tested 
mediators and moderators of the relationship between IPV 
exposure and self-regulation.

Sources, Search, and Study Selection

The four scholarly databases included PsycNet, Web of 
Science, PubMed, ProQuest, and Google Scholar. The 
keywords related to violence include “intimate partner 
violence,” “domestic violence,” “family violence,” and 
“adverse childhood experience.” To capture aspects of 
self-regulation, the keywords used are “self-regulation,” 
“emotional regulation,” “behavioral regulation,” “executive 
function,” “inhibitory control,” and “attentional regulation.” 
The keywords specifying the target population are “chil-
dren” and “adolescent.” The first search took place from 
November 15th, 2021 to January 24th, 2022, and yielded 
1,215 records. Information sources included were extracted 
from these scientific databases between the years 2000–
2021. Articles were scanned by the second author based on 
title relevance to inclusion criteria; if deemed relevant, the 
abstract was used to further assess whether articles should 
be included. Using the same search strategy, a second search 
took place between June 29th, 2022, and July 30th, 2022, 
with the keyword “interparental conflict” being added. The 
full electronic search strategy for the two rounds of search 
at distinct time intervals is shown in Fig.  1. In the initial 
search, after screening on titles and abstracts, 93 articles 
were downloaded with 15 duplicates further removed. The 
full texts were then assessed, resulting in 11 studies meeting 
the inclusion criteria. In the second search, after screening 
titles and abstracts with the same eligibility criteria as the 
initial search, 23 articles were downloaded with 6 duplicates 

restricts children’s environmental exploration crucial for 
the development of self-regulation (e.g., Krishnakumar & 
Buehler, 2000; Levendosky et al., 2006). Overall, the tim-
ing of IPV exposure during early childhood could be most 
critical as it intersects with the period when self-regulation 
skills are rapidly developing (McClelland & Tominey, 
2014). Early exposure to IPV may significantly disrupt the 
formation of secure attachment, impact brain development, 
and impede the acquisition of self-regulation skills, thereby 
making it particularly deleterious to children’s overall 
development.

The Current Review

This review uses a systematic search and review method-
ology to synthesize empirical studies that examined the 
relationship between IPV exposure and self-regulation in 
children and adolescents. This review aims to (1) examine 
the effects of IPV exposure on various aspects of self-regu-
lation, (2) examine the timing of IPV exposure and effects 
on children and adolescents, and (3) identify mediators 
and moderators of this association. This systematic review 
advances the understanding of the mechanisms involved in 
the IPV exposure to self-regulation link, and therefore offers 
directions for the development of effective and efficient pre-
vention and intervention strategies to reduce violence expo-
sure and to enhance self-regulation.

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection
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Results

Methodological Quality of Studies

We first present the methodological quality of the studies. 
By thoroughly assessing the methodological rigor of each 
study, we aim to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
the overall quality of the evidence. No studies were rated 
as poor quality (failing to adhere to at least five out of the 
14 evaluation criteria listed in the NIH quality assessment 
tool). Three studies (Halldorsdottir et al., 2019; Martin & 
Clements, 2002; Raver et al., 2015) were assessed as fair 
quality, while the remaining 10 studies were deemed good 
quality. Common strengths observed across the studies 
included clearly stating the research question or objective 
and accurately specifying the population of interest. For a 
detailed assessment of each study’s quality, please refer to 
Table 1.

Characteristics of Included Studies

Table  2 provides a detailed sample and methodological 
characteristics of the 13 included studies. Of these studies, 
3 utilized a cross-sectional design and 10 employed longi-
tudinal designs. Overall, the majority (12 out of 13) of the 
included studies contained sample populations of children 
younger than age 10; only two studies included children 
aged 11–18 years old. Sample populations were also ethni-
cally and economically diverse. Seven studies assessed for 
three or more racial identities (Clark et al., 2021; Easter-
brooks et al., 2018; Katz et al., 2007; Maughan & Cicchetti, 
2002; Miller-Graf & Scheid, 2021; Rigterink et al., 2010; 
Zarling et al., 2013). Three studies identified sample popu-
lations as either “Black” or “White/Caucasian” (Gustafsson 
et al., 2015; Halldorsdottir et al., 2019; Towe-Goodman et 
al., 2012). All included studies also took place within the 
United States.

We examined the theoretical frameworks employed in 
the included studies to gain a deeper understanding of their 
theoretical or conceptual underpinnings. This analysis also 
provides insights into the mechanisms and pathways through 
which IPV exposure may impact self-regulation in children. 
Among the 13 articles, six did not specify a guiding theo-
retical framework, six used the stress and emotional security 
theory, and one used spillover hypothesis (see Table 2 for 
the complete list of the studies and the discussion of these 
theoretical perspectives in the introduction of this review).

further removed. After assessing the remaining full texts, 2 
studies met the inclusion criteria and were added to the final 
list of selected studies, for a total of 13 studies.

Data Collection, Data Items, and Coding

Once the included studies were finalized, the first two 
authors of this study independently extracted pertinent 
research characteristics and reached agreements for the 
methodological quality analysis to include (1) study char-
acteristics, including the age of exposure, the nature of the 
exposure, sample size, sample ethnicity, research design 
(cross-sectional, longitudinal, etc.), (2) theoretical frame-
works, (3) measurements of IPV and self-regulation, (4) 
timing of IPV exposure and self-regulation assessments, (5) 
the examination of mediation and/or moderation effects of 
the relationship between IPV exposure and self-regulation, 
and (6) numerical results of the associations between IPV 
exposure and self-regulation. These study attributes were 
chosen to be the most important in order to accurately assess 
the quality of reviewed studies and the associated relation-
ship between IPV and self-regulation. Thus, the first two 
authors followed these predetermined criteria and guide-
lines to extract information from the articles and indepen-
dently code each article in the table. In cases where coding 
discrepancies arose, a third author was engaged to review 
the codes and resolve disagreements to reach a consensus. 
The resolution process involved a review of the notes and 
codes and discussion with the consideration of the differ-
ing perspectives, with careful attention given to the specific 
criteria and guidelines.

Assessment of Methodological Quality

Using the National Institutes of Health’s (NIH, 2014) Qual-
ity Assessment Tool for Observational Cohort and Cross-
Sectional Studies, we assessed the methodological quality 
of the included studies. This NIH tool contains 14 criteria 
evaluating the internal validity of a study, including report-
ing, procedure, research design, sampling, measurement, 
and data analysis (NIH, 2014). Following these criteria, 
articles could be rated as poor, fair, or good. Generally, with 
more criteria being met, a higher quality rating is granted. 
The 13 studies in this review were assessed by the second 
author in the current study.
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basal cortisol levels (a stress hormone; Towe-Goodman et 
al., 2012). These markers are used to understand the bio-
logical underpinnings and correlates of self-regulation, pro-
viding insights into the physiological mechanisms involved 
in regulating behavior, emotions, or cognitive processes 
(Towe-Goodman et al., 2012).

All three studies measuring executive function (EF) used 
a combination of EF tasks that are suitable for children ages 
3–5. For example, the EF assessment battery was used in 
Halldorsdottir et al.’s (2019) study that measured children’s 
EF (ages 3–5) using three inhibitory control tasks (Spatial 
Conflict Arrows, Silly Sounds Stroop, Animal Go/No-Go), 
two working memory tasks (Working Memory Span and 
Pick the Picture), and one attention-shifting task (Some-
thing’s the Same) (Willoughby et al., 2012). Clark et al. 
(2021) used a series of timed EF tasks, including Parts A 
and B of the Trail Making Test (TMT; Broshek & Barth, 
2000) and the Stroop Color and Word Test (SCWT; Stroop, 
1935). Gustafsson et al. (2015) used three EF tasks: the 
day-night task (an inhibitory control), the backward digit 
span task (working memory), and the flexible item selection 
task (attention shifting). For the two studies that examined 
behavioral regulation, the Brief Infant-Toddler Social and 
Emotional Assessment (BITSEA; Briggs-Gowan & Carter, 
2007) was used in Easterbrooks et al. (2018) and Behavioral 
Observation of Children’s Coping and Affect Regulation 
(CAR) was used in Martin and Clements (2002). Among 
the eight articles that examined emotional regulation in 
children, five studies used researchers’ observation in lab 
settings. Towe-Goodman et al. (2012) used adrenocortical 
assessment and Rigterink et al. (2010) collected electrocar-
diogram data (EKG) via capturing Cardiac interbeat interval 
(IBI). Only one study used parent reports using the Social 
Competence Scale-Parent (SCS; Miller-Graff & Scheid, 
2021). Adolescents’ self-report on Negative Mood Regula-
tion (NMR) scale was used in Ehrensaft and Cohen (2012) 
study. Eleven of the 13 studies employed multiple methods 
and informants when investigating the effects of IPV expo-
sure on children’s outcomes.

Research Question 2: The Timing of IPV Exposure

The timing of IPV exposure varied across different stages of 
development, including infancy (Easterbrooks et al., 2018; 
Towe-Goodman et al., 2012), early childhood (Clark et al., 
2021; Gustafsson et al., 2015; Halldorsdottir et al., 2019; 
Katz et al., 2007; Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002; Martin & 
Clements, 2002; Raver et al., 2015), childhood (Miller-Gaff 
& Scheid, 2021; Rigterink et al., 2010; Zarling et al., 2013), 
and early adolescence (Ehrensaft & Cohen, 2012). All tim-
ings of IPV exposure in each study occurred were noted in 
Table  4. In terms of self-regulation, most studies focused 

Main Findings

Research Question 1: Associations Between IPV Exposure 
and Aspects of Self-Regulation

Among the 13 articles in the review (shown in Table  3), 
10 studies identified significant negative effects of IPV 
exposure on self-regulation in children and adolescents 
ages ranging from 1 to 13 years. Out of 13 studies, 10 used 
longitudinal designs where IPV exposure was measured 
before the assessment of self-regulation (see Table 1). They 
reported a small to moderate effect size (based on avail-
able regression beta values in the article, the effect sizes 
ranged from 0.10 to 0.37). These studies were published 
between 2002 and 2021. The included studies examined 
three aspects of self-regulation: executive function, behav-
ioral regulation, and emotional regulation. The association 
between IPV exposure and executive function was found to 
be significant in all three studies. Similarly, significant asso-
ciations were observed between IPV exposure and behav-
ioral regulation, as indicated by the findings across the three 
included studies. In the case of emotional regulation, out of 
the nine studies that investigated the association between 
IPV exposure and emotional regulation, six reported sig-
nificant associations. One study by Maughan and Cicchetti 
(2002) did not find a significant effect of IPV exposure on 
children’s emotional response patterns (N = 139). Similarly, 
Miller-Graf and Scheid (2021) reported a nonsignificant 
finding in their study; they had a cross-sectional design and 
included participants of diverse ages, but a relatively small 
sample size (N = 37). Given that both of these two studies 
had relatively small sample sizes, it is important to consider 
the potential limitations in statistical power when detecting 
the significance of the effects of IPV exposure on emotional 
regulation. Ehrensaft and Cohen (2012) conducted a study 
exploring the relationship between adolescents’ exposure 
to IPV and their negative mood regulation. This study also 
yielded nonsignificant results.

Self-regulation was assessed using a variety of methods. 
Among the 13 studies, four employed direct assessments, 
where researchers evaluated a child’s self-regulatory abili-
ties through tasks or activities. Additionally, three studies 
relied on adult report scores (Martin & Clements, 2002; 
Miller-Graf & Scheid, 2021; Raver et al., 2015), while 
six studies utilized observations and coding of children’s 
behaviors (Easterbrooks et al., 2018; Katz et al., 2007; Mar-
tin & Clements, 2002; Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002; Towe-
Goodman et al., 2012; Zarling et al., 2013). Additionally, 
two studies employed biological markers as measures of 
self-regulation. In the context of self-regulation, biological 
markers include measures of physiological processes such 
as cardiac interbeat interval (Rigterink et al., 2010) and 
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that these mediating factors accounted for a portion of the 
association between IPV exposure and speeded control, but 
there may still be a direct effect between IPV exposure and 
speeded control that is not fully explained by the mediating 
variables (Clark et al., 2021). In Gustafsson et al.’s (2015) 
study, Emotional Security Theory was used as the guiding 
theoretical framework, and they found that the association 
between IPV exposure and children’s EF was fully medi-
ated by maternal sensitive parenting behaviors. Overall, 
their findings suggested that compromised maternal mental 
health, parenting behaviors, and disturbances in the parent-
child relationship are mechanisms through which IPV expo-
sure affects levels of EF in children.

Several moderators were tested across five of the 13 stud-
ies. Specifically, the presence of FK506 binding protein 5 
(FKBP5) (Halldorsdottir et al., 2019), child maltreatment 
(Easterbrooks et al., 2018), and caregiver-oriented regula-
tion strategies (Towe-Goodman et al., 2012) were identified 
as significant moderators of the association between IPV 
exposure and self-regulation in children. However, child 
maltreatment was not found to be a significant moderator 
in Maughan and Cicchetti’s (2002) study examining the 
relationship between IPV exposure and emotional response 
patterns. This study used lab observation on emotional 
regulation rather than home observation in Easterbrook et 
al.’s (2018) study. Other nonsignificant moderators were 
maternal depression (Easterbrooks et al., 2018), childrear-
ing attitude and behavior (Easterbrooks et al., 2018), and 
child sex (Rigterink et al., 2010). Overall, these studies sug-
gested that the negative impact of IPV exposure on children 

on early childhood, with 9 of the 13 studies involving chil-
dren younger than 6 years old, which is typically the age 
when children start elementary school. None of the research 
studies, however, were designed to show the cumulative 
detrimental effects of IPV exposure and its effects on alter-
ing the growth trajectories of regulatory capacity over time 
throughout childhood years due to a lack of measuring IPV 
and self-regulation at multiple timepoints.

Research Question 3: Mediating Mechanisms and 
Moderation Effects

Two of the 13 studies examined the mediating effect of par-
enting on the association between IPV and self-regulation. 
Specifically, these two studies identified IPV’s significant 
negative indirect effects on EF through parenting level vari-
ables, including maternal depression (Clark et al., 2021), 
negative parenting practices (Clark et al., 2021), and mater-
nal sensitivity (Gustafsson et al., 2015). In Clark et al.’s 
study (2021), the “Spillover Hypothesis” was used to guide 
the examination of the mediating role of parenting behav-
iors and parental mental health in the association between 
IPV exposure and self-regulation. This theory emphasizes 
the strain between parents that would modify parenting 
behaviors in negative directions when IPV is present, which 
in turn leads to compromised parental mental health and 
parenting that lead to a lower level of self-regulation. They 
discovered that the association between IPV exposure and 
speeded control, a facet of EF, was partially mediated by 
maternal depression and negative parenting. This suggests 

Table 3  Summary of Critical Findings (N = 13)
Authors (year) Effect Statistics Indirect Mediation effects /Moderation effects
Clark et al., 2021 Significant, indirect, and negative β = 0.37, p = .001 Significant mediators: Maternal depression (β = 0.329, 

p = .002) and negative parenting (β = 0.502, p < .001)
Easterbrooks et al., 2018 Significant, direct, and negative p < .05 Significant moderator: child maltreatment

Nonsignificant moderators: maternal depression and 
child-rearing attitudes and behavior

Ehrensaft & Cohen, 2012 Nonsignificant, direct β = 0.08, p > .05  N/A
Gustafsson et al., 2015 Significant, indirect, and negative β= 0.32, p = .02 Significant mediator: maternal sensitivity
Halldorsdottir et al., 2019 Significant, indirect, and negative β = 0.25,

p < .001
Significant moderator: the presence of FK506 binding 
protein 5 (FKBP5) (p = .037)
Significant mediator: prolonged stress-induced corti-
sol reactivity and emotional reactivity

Katz et al., 2007 Significant, direct, and negative r = .28/0.35, 
p < .01

 N/A

Martin & Clements, 2002 Significant, direct, and negative r = 35, p = .2  N/A
Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002 Nonsignificant p > .5 Nonsignificant moderator: maltreatment
Miller-Graf & Scheid, 2021 Nonsignificant p > .5  N/A
Raver et al., 2015 Significant, direct, and negative β = 0.1, p < .05  N/A
Rigterink et al., 2010 Significant, direct, and negative p < .05 Nonsignificant moderator: child sex
Towe-Goodman et al., 2012 Significant, direct, and negative p < .05 Significant moderator: child use of caregiver-oriented 

regulation strategies
Zarling et al., 2013 Significant, direct, and negative β = 0.34, p < .01  N/A
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This emphasis on early childhood reflects the recognition 
of the critical period during which self-regulation skills are 
actively developing. By investigating self-regulation during 
this formative stage, these studies shed light on the potential 
impact of IPV exposure on the early developmental trajec-
tories of children’s self-regulation abilities. However, this 
review was unable to identify the timing of IPV exposure 
and its differentiated effects on self-regulation due to the 
lack of available studies that included multiple time point 
measures of both IPV and self-regulation. Infants and tod-
dlers, who spend more time at home and have closer interac-
tions with primary caregivers, are disproportionately more 
likely to be exposed to IPV. Therefore, it is crucial to inves-
tigate the timing of IPV exposure and its short and long-
term effects on self-regulation. As highlighted by Raver 
et al. (2015), exposure to IPV may lead to adaptations in 
regulatory systems that prioritize short-term coping at the 
expense of long-term flexibility. The concept of a “sleeper 
effect” suggests that stronger associations between IPV 
exposure and negative outcomes may emerge at a later time 
point (Holmes, 2013). However, due to limitations in exist-
ing longitudinal research and the lack of repeated measures 
on IPV and self-regulation, we cannot observe the sensi-
tive period of IPV exposure and its specific effects on the 
development of self-regulation. Further research with com-
prehensive longitudinal designs and multiple assessments is 
needed to address these gaps in knowledge.

Two studies revealed significant negative indirect effects 
of IPV on self-regulation, specifically EF, mediated by vari-
ous parenting-related factors including maternal depression 
(Clark et al., 2021), negative parenting practices (Clark et 
al., 2021), and maternal sensitivity (Gustafsson et al., 2015). 
The compromised parental sensitivity and involvement 
associated with reduced mental health among mothers who 
are victims of IPV (Clark et al., 2021) align with McCoy’s 
theory (2013), which posits that violence within households, 
particularly when directed at children’s primary caregivers, 
can have a profound impact on children’s ability to regulate 
themselves. It creates an environment where caregivers are 
unavailable to provide regulation when children experience 
distress, leaving them unable to develop effective self-reg-
ulation strategies. Children in homes with conflict and vio-
lence could miss the opportunity to learn regulatory skills 
from the caregiver as well as opportunities to explore, learn, 
take initiatives, and cope with challenges independently, all 
of which are processes considered necessary in internalizing 
skills for self-regulation (Drake et al., 2014). There is a need 
to consider other maternal factors when exploring the mech-
anisms of the negative impact of IPV exposure in future 
research, for example, as suggested by McCoy’s theory, 
parents model self-regulatory techniques to facilitate chil-
dren’s development of cognitive schemas for self-regulation 

could be amplified in children with two copies of a risk 
FKBP5 haplotype (individuals who are more likely to have 
a developmental trajectory characterized by high, prolonged 
stress-induced cortisol reactivity and emotional reactivity in 
toddlerhood) and occurrence of child maltreatment (Easter-
brooks et al., 2018). Towe-Goodman et al. (2012) examined 
the role of infants’ caregiver-orientation strategy as a sig-
nificant moderator in the relationship between IPV exposure 
and negative affect and basal cortisol levels. The findings 
from this study indicated that infants in the “high cortisol 
reactivity, moderate negative behavior” class were less 
likely to seek their mother or the home visitor as a means 
of regulating their distress compared to the “low reactors.” 
However, this association was modest. They interpreted 
the results as in line with the idea that infants from violent 
households may be less inclined to seek caregiver attention, 
possibly due to the perceived dangers associated with inter-
parental aggression.

Discussion

Main Findings

This review uses a systematic search and review meth-
odology to synthesize 13 empirical studies that examined 
the association between IPV exposure and self-regulation 
in children and adolescents. Among the included articles, 
9 studies identified significant longitudinal negative effects 
of IPV exposure on self-regulation for children and adoles-
cents ranging from 2 months to 13. These studies suggest 
that the development of self-regulation in children may be 
disrupted in home environments characterized by IPV. Con-
sequently, IPV exposure serves as a risk factor that height-
ens the likelihood of adverse developmental outcomes in 
self-regulation during childhood and adolescence.

The reviewed studies examined three key aspects of self-
regulation: executive functioning, emotional regulation, and 
behavioral regulation. Various assessment approaches were 
utilized, including direct assessment, adult report scores, 
lab observations, and biological markers. Moderate effect 
sizes were found in studies that utilized direct assessment 
of executive functioning and lab observations of emotional 
dysregulation. Overall, across the 13 reviewed studies, the 
significance of the impact of IPV exposure on self-regula-
tion was observed using various measurement approaches.

The developmental timing of IPV exposure and self-
regulation development was a key focus in the reviewed 
studies. The majority of studies (10 out of 13) specifically 
examined self-regulation in early childhood, involving 
children younger than 6 years old, which coincides with 
the typical age when children begin elementary school. 

1 3

411



Journal of Family Violence (2025) 40:401–417

negative effects of IPV exposure. Further empirical investi-
gations are needed to explore these factors and their poten-
tial impact on children’s outcomes.

Limitations of the Included Studies

Overall, the studies included in this review demonstrated 
good quality and substantial evidence documenting IPV’s 
negative impact on self-regulation. Still, several limitations 
in the design, measure, and sampling yield a less compre-
hensive understanding of IPV’s impact. Most of the stud-
ies in this review (11 out of 13) defined and measured IPV 
against caregivers and used a single variable indicating the 
prevalence of a combination of psychological aggression, 
physical assault, and sexual violence; the exception was 
Raver et al.’s (2015) study in which the effects of physical 
and verbal aggression were tested separately. The high reli-
ance on self-report by parents precludes the understanding 
of the degree to which a child had been exposed to violence, 
which leads to the unsolved question of whether there is a 
differential effect of seeing, hearing, awareness, or involve-
ment of IPV on children’s self-regulation. Children’s reports 
were only used in one study (Zarling et al., 2013). Zarling 
et al. (2013) measured IPV exposure most comprehensively 
using both rating questions and coded narratives, and they 
interviewed both mothers and children. The most common 
questionnaires measuring IPV were the Conflict Tactics 
Scale (8 out of 13; Straus et al., 1996) and the Revised Con-
flict Tactics Scale (5 out of 13; Straus et al., 1996; Straus & 
Douglas, 2004). These two measures are the most frequently 
used in the IPV literature for evaluating both victimization 
and perpetration. Using these two measures, the studies 
treated the presence of IPV at home as an indication of chil-
dren’s exposure to IPV. Future research should aim to diver-
sify measurement approaches to expand beyond the current 
reliance on self-reporting and maternal reports. It is crucial 
to incorporate multiple perspectives, including children’s 
reports, observations, and objective measures, in order to 
achieve a more comprehensive and accurate assessment of 
the frequency, severity, and types of violence exposure.

Second, the findings from the studies should be carefully 
generalized to a wider population beyond U.S. families. All 
the studies included in this review were conducted in the 
U.S. From the race/ethnicity information provided by these 
studies, six studies presented the proportion of race/ethnic-
ity in the sample with white as the majority; two studies 
had a relatively equal proportion between white and Black 
(Gustafsson et al., 2015; Halldorsdottir et al., 2019). How-
ever, the effect size of IPV’s impact was not discussed in 
comparisons between the two racial/ethnic groups. Addi-
tionally, although several studies purposefully focused 
on underserved communities, such as low-income rural 

(McCoy, 2013). When parents experience IPV, their com-
promised parenting behaviors may serve as ways of model-
ing ineffective regulatory behaviors. None of the reviewed 
studies, however, had examined this indirect pathway and 
thus these are possible areas for future inquiry.

With accumulating evidence suggesting the negative 
impact of IPV on self-regulation, it is important to estab-
lish the conditions under which effects of IPV exposure are 
lessened and intensified. Among the moderators examined 
in the reviewed studies, child maltreatment (Easterbrooks 
et al., 2018) and caregiver-oriented regulation strategies 
(Towe-Goodman et al., 2012) were found to be significant. 
Specifically, children who were exposed to severe psy-
chological violence and experienced corporal punishment 
as a form of child maltreatment, presented lower levels of 
behavioral regulation as 2 years old (Easterbrooks et al., 
2018). Considering IPV exposure as an early-life stress-
ful event that may exert a differential impact on children 
based on individual characteristics/responses to the home 
environment, Halldorsdottir et al. (2019) examined genetic 
vulnerability to such adversity in children aged 36, 48, and 
60 months, and found that children with two copies of a 
risk FKBP5 haplotype were more likely to present pro-
longed stress-induced cortisol and emotional reactivity in 
toddlerhood, followed by the reduced levels of executive 
function at a school-entering age. This study used longitu-
dinal design and presented very unique gene × environment 
effects on the altered developmental trajectory of self-reg-
ulation in children. By investigating moderators such as 
child maltreatment and genetic vulnerability, these studies 
provide valuable insights into the individual characteristics 
and responses that may shape the impact of IPV exposure 
on self-regulation. They highlight the complex interplay 
between early-life stressors, genetic factors, and the home 
environment in influencing the developmental trajectory of 
self-regulation.

Notably, many children who were exposed to IPV dem-
onstrated similar levels of emotional regulation compared to 
children without such exposure, as evidenced in studies by 
Maughan and Cicchetti (2002) and Miller-Graf and Scheid 
(2021). These children demonstrated resilience possibly by 
effectively implementing adaptive coping strategies, even in 
the face of the challenges they may have encountered due to 
IPV exposure. McCoy (2013) has highlighted several vari-
ables that contribute to the diverse outcomes observed in 
children exposed to violence, with emphasis on the influen-
tial role of the environmental context. For instance, the pres-
ence of secure emotional relationships with teachers and 
within their communities, caregiver’s effective communica-
tion, warmth, supervision, and concern for children’s well-
being, as well as stable family relationships and routines. 
Those contextual factors could be protective, mitigating the 
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between 2000 and 2022. From this systematic review, we 
summarized current literature on IPV exposure and self-
regulation in children and adolescents. Both significant and 
nonsignificant mediators and moderators were extracted 
and analyzed. This study included a broad search of inter-
changeably used IPV terms from the past two decades (e.g., 
domestic violence, family violence, and interparental con-
flict) and various aspects of self-regulation in children and 
adolescents. To our knowledge, this is the first systematic 
review focusing on IPV exposure and self-regulation. This 
study fills gaps in the review literature and sheds light on 
the specific associations between IPV exposure and self-
regulation. The synthesis of findings from the included 
studies and establishing a clear link between IPV exposure 
and poorer self-regulation, this review also highlights the 
critical importance of addressing and eliminating children’s 
exposure to violence within their homes.

Two limitations need to be noted. First, the final list of the 
studies only included the published work in peer-reviewed 
English-written journals. One bias created by this was that 
the nonsignificant findings kept in the unpublished work 
were not weighted in the general conclusions of this review. 
Secondly, meta-analyses were not conducted due to the non-
uniformity of conceptualization and operationalization on 
both IPV and self-regulation variables across studies. Spe-
cifically, as listed in Table 4, we observed the heterogene-
ity of research design, the varied conceptualization of IPV 
exposure, different aspects and measures of self-regulation, 
and varied age groups of children being studied, all of which 
limited the capacity of conducting meta-analyses using the 
results from this list of reviewed studies.

Implications

Implications for practice, policy, and research are displayed 
in Table 5. Given the increasing number of children exposed 
to IPV in the U.S., particularly during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (e.g., Bhuptani et al., 2022; Boserup et al., 2020), 
policymakers and practitioners need to pay attention to the 
consequential adverse effects of IPV on children’s social-
emotional development. The current review highlights the 

families (Halldorsdottir et al., 2019; Raver et al., 2015) or 
subsamples from the historical and geographical regions 
with chronic rural poverty (Towe-Goodman et al., 2012), 
the limited inclusion of underrepresented populations in the 
literature is linked to a recent call from the field to focus 
on children and families who have experienced long-term 
marginalization and discrimination within communities 
because of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation 
(Tajima, 2021). Future research should also be more diver-
sified in selecting measurements with the consideration 
of language and adaptation towards diverse communities 
(Bent-Goodley, 2021). For example, the composite Abuse 
Scale-Revised, Short Form (CAS-R SF) had been validated 
in a diverse race or ethnicity sample, such as indigenous 
populations in Canada (Ford-Gilboe et al. 2016) that could 
be an additional instrument to be used to assess IPV.

Lastly, as Tajima (2021) suggested, researchers should 
consider intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991), which empha-
sizes that diverse and distinct social identities (e.g., race, 
ethnicity, gender, SES, indigeneity, etc.) could be interre-
lated to affect an individual’s risks of being exposure to IPV. 
In the current reviewed article, there was a notable absence 
of consideration for factors like immigration status, sex-
ual orientation, and nontraditional family structures in the 
sampling of participants. These factors are associated with 
elevated risks and may result in moderating effects of IPV 
exposure, considering differential access to support, oppor-
tunities, treatment, and social networks. By considering 
intersecting social identities, researchers can gain a more 
comprehensive understanding of how multiple forms of 
oppression and discrimination intersect with IPV that influ-
ence children’s experiences and outcomes. This approach 
can provide valuable insights into the unique challenges 
faced by individuals with intersecting identities and inform 
the development of tailored interventions and support sys-
tems that address their specific needs.

Strengths and Limitations of the Current Review

This review used systematic search techniques to identify 
and assess the quality of the included 13 studies published 

Table 5  Summary of Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research
Type Implications
Practice ● Promote early prevention to reduce interparental violence, particularly among families from diverse, disadvan-

taged, and underrepresented socioeconomic backgrounds.
Policy ● Implement prevention programs with the emphasis on raising family members’ awareness of the different types of 

IPV, which would strengthen conversation and advocacy between community leaders and local county executives
● Widen the adoption of pre-kindergarten programs or Head Start programs in school districts could provide social-
emotional support for children who live in a household with interparental IPV through an early entry into school.

Research ● Uncover mechanisms and processes of IPV’s impact on self-regulation
● Identify concurrent and consecutive risk factors (e.g., poverty; child abuse) in violent family contexts and 
consider incorporating other potential comorbidity violence exposure at the community level (e.g., neighborhood 
violence, social networking violence).
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strategies, hold promise in promoting children’s regulatory 
skills. Additionally, addressing parenting stress and provid-
ing support to mothers who are victims of IPV and exhibit 
early signs of depression is crucial.

Conclusion

The overall findings of this review demonstrate the sub-
stantial association between IPV exposure and lower levels 
of self-regulation in children and adolescents. Among the 
13 studies included in this review, 10 identified significant 
direct negative effects, while two studies identified signifi-
cant negative indirect effects. The evidence from longitu-
dinal pathway models in these studies highlights the role 
of compromised positive parenting practices and increased 
depressive symptoms in mothers who have experienced IPV 
as potential mediating mechanisms. These findings under-
score the urgent need for prevention strategies aimed at 
minimizing children’s exposure to IPV and interventions to 
support those children and families who have already been 
exposed. Implementing effective prevention measures can 
help reduce the adverse impact of IPV on children’s self-
regulation and promote healthier developmental outcomes. 
Additionally, timely interventions for children who have 
experienced IPV can mitigate delays in the development of 
self-regulation and promote resilience.
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